This study examined the grade experience for online nurse practitioner students (N = 3760) who took more than 1 clinical course per academic term as compared with those who did not. Students who had more than 1 clinical course per term had a greater percentage of clinical course failures than other students (2.1% vs 0.8%, P = .001). Nurse practitioner programs should develop clear policies and guidelines for students taking more than 1 clinical course at a time.
N urse practitioners (NPs) have an integral role in health care in the United States. 1 The projected demand for NPs is expected to continue to increase through 2020. 1, 2 Aging and population growth have accounted for 81% of this increased demand, 2 combined with the growing national shortage of physicians in primary care. 1, [3] [4] [5] [6] Consequently, NPs have emerged as coordinators of health care in primary care settings. 1, [4] [5] [6] [7] The demand for NPs is not only in primary care but also in specialty areas. 6 Graduate nursing faculty need to ensure that NP students achieve competencies set by the National Organization of Nurse Practitioner Faculties to practice as independent and interprofessional practitioners. 8 Nurse practitioner programs are required to meet national standards for quality educational programs that are accessible with innovative curricula that promote student success and build the confidence and expertise needed for students to meet the demands required in an ever-changing health care environment. 7, 8 The Institute of Medicine Future of Nursing report emphasized that nurses should achieve higher levels of education through an education system that promotes ''seamless academic progression.'' 9 Nurse practitioner programs seeking to maximize enrollment are often in competition with other academic NP programs to recruit and retain diverse groups of students. Nursing programs are faced with challenges to meet the growing demand for NPs, while ensuring that students receive the support, mentorship, and academic guidance necessary to be successful and to graduate from a reputable program. [10] [11] [12] [13] [14] Rigorous and quality NP programs engage in continuous program assessments to establish best practices for preparing NPs. [10] [11] [12] [13] [14] The increased enrollment of students in NP programs creates many challenges for advanced practice nursing education programs. [11] [12] [13] [14] [15] Some widely discussed challenges that impact faculty's ability to prepare NPs include faculty and preceptor shortage issues, 14, 16, 17 inadequate program funding and financial resources, 14 an emphasis on workforce diversity, 18 the move toward interprofessional education, 19, 20 and competencybased education. 21, 22 Nurse practitioner students are faced with several challenges while studying in an NP program. 23, 24 The cost of education increases each year, and financial funding is limited to support nurses to enroll in full-time studies.
14 Securing clinical preceptorships can impact NP students' ability to complete an NP program in a timely manner. 16, 17 Course requirements and the rigor of an NP program can be stressful for students, 10 especially in the last year when transitioning from student role to professional practice. 25, 26 The number of online NP programs has grown exponentially over the past decade. [27] [28] [29] An advantage of online education programs over face-to-face traditional programs is that online education provides flexibility in schedule and functions better for nurses with personal and professional demands who want to complete their education in a timely manner. 27 Online nursing education is becoming more common, and there is a need for policies and guidelines relative to best practices for NP online education. 28, 29 It is critical for online NP educational programs to examine predictors of success for students 30, 31 and to assess the outcomes of these programs. 24, 29, 30, 32 There is a paucity of literature that examines fast-track/accelerated online NP students' grade experience and variables that affect their grades. 33 More specifically, there were no studies identified in the literature that focused on the grades for NP students who take more than 1 clinical course per academic term as compared with those who do not.
Our NP program frequently receives requests from NP students to take multiple clinical courses at a time to expedite program completion. This is often a difficult decision for programs considering that students are already faced with other challenges of completing a rigorous NP program. This study compared the grade experiences for students in an online NP program who took more than 1 clinical course per academic term versus those who did not. It is critical for academic advisors and nursing faculty to recognize factors that promote NP student success and impact program outcomes. Information from this study can be used to help advisors and faculty to develop policies and guidelines to mentor, guide, and encourage NP students to balance their needs with their educational goals.
The research questions were as follows: (1) Is there a difference in number of failure grades for the first attempt of a clinical course between NP students who took more than 1 clinical course per academic term and those who did not? (2) Is there an overall difference for grade point average (GPA) of all clinical course first attempts between NP students who took more than 1 clinical course per academic term and those who did not? (3) Is there an overall all-course GPA difference on completion of the NP program between NP students who took more than 1 clinical course per academic term and those who did not?
Methods

Design, Sample, and Setting
A retrospective, correlational, predictive design was used to conduct this study. Academic records for graduates from a single online NP program were examined. At the time of this study, online NP students enrolled in the program were required to take a minimum of 144 hours per clinical course during an 11-week academic term. Clinical courses are graded on a 4-point scale. The sample consisted of all graduates (N = 3760) from fall 2013 to spring 2016 in an online NP program. The time frame selected for the study was based on 3 factors. First, criteria to approve student requests to take more than 1 clinical course per academic term were established in 2013. Second, the first graduates of the NP program were in 2013. Third, the fast-track option for NP students, which made it easier for students to consider taking more than 1 clinical course per academic term, was approved in 2015.
One of the criteria for the fast-track option is that a student must have a grade of B or better in every clinical course. Thus, if students failed a clinical course, they could not simultaneously take this clinical course along with another clinical course in a future term. The study was approved by the authors' university Institutional Review Board.
Variables
Demographic variables were age, gender, and race/ethnicity (white, African American/black, Hispanic, Asian American, and other). The race/ethnicity categories of Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander (0.5%, n = 20), American Indian or Alaskan Native (0.6%, n = 24), 2 or more races (1.6%, n = 62), and unknown (5.7%, n = 214) were combined as ''other.'' Students were enrolled in 1 of 3 specialty tracks: family NP, adult-gerontology acute care NP, and adult-gerontology primary care NP. The outcome variables were number of failed clinical courses at first attempt with 2 approaches of (1) did not fail or failed and (2) did not fail, failed 1 time, or failed 2 or more times. Additional outcomes were GPA of all clinical course first attempts and overall GPA of all courses on completion of the NP program.
Data imputation was used for a few participants for age and gender. Five people with no age information were imputed, with the overall sample mean value of 39.67. One person with no gender information was imputed as a woman because almost 89% of the participants were women. This approach allowed for all individuals to be included in the analyses. and excluding other race/ethnicities, fewer white students took more than 1 clinical course per academic term (# 2 = 37.3, P G .001). Family NP students had greater percentages of taking more than 1 clinical course per academic term than other specialties (# 2 = 28.6, P G .001). There were no differences for taking more than 1 clinical course per term based on gender.
Data Analysis
Of the 2284 students who took 1 clinical course per academic term, 18 students (0.8%) failed the course. However, among the 1476 students who took more than 1 clinical course per academic term, 31 (2.1%) failed the course. This difference was statistically significant (# 2 = 12.0, P = .001) ( Table 1 ). There were no differences for either GPA in clinical courses or overall GPA. Table 3 shows the multivariate logistic regression analysis for clinical course failure on the first attempt where more than 1 clinical course per academic term had 3 categories of ''none,'' ''1 time,'' and ''2 times.'' Of the students who took more than 1 clinical course per academic term, 654 students (17.4%) did this 1 time, 820 students (21.8%) did this 2 times, and 2 students (0.1%) did this 3 times. The students with 2 and 3 times were grouped together as 2 or more times for the analyses. Those students who took more than 1 clinical course per academic term for 1 time had an increased chance for failing the course on the first attempt (OR, 4.24; 95% CI, 2.23-8.07; P G .001). However, students who took more than 1 clinical course per term for 2 or more times did not have an increased chance for course failure on the first attempt. Age, race/ethnicity, and nurse specialty were not associated with an increased chance for course failure. In analyses by race/ ethnicity, African American/black students who took more than 1 clinical course per academic term had OR values indicating a higher chance for course failure of 1 course (OR, 6.58; 95% CI, 2.03-21.35; P G .01) than whites (OR, 2.72; 95% CI, 1.11-6.64; P G .05).
Discussion
Nurse practitioner students who took more than 1 clinical course per academic term had an increased chance for clinical course failure at the first attempt for 1 course than those who only took 1 clinical course at a time. The analyses only found this association among students who did this for 1 academic term. Those who took more than 1 clinical course per term for 2 or more times did not have an increased chance for failure. This pattern of increased chance for failure occurred among both whites and African Americans/blacks, with a higher magnitude for African Americans/blacks.
There are various factors that can impact the success of online NP students in their program. 27 The findings in this study may demonstrate possible intrinsic (eg, motivation, confidence levels, and academic experience) and extrinsic (eg, institutional resources, personal and professional life demands, and supportive networks) factors that impact NP students' success or failure.
14 There were no statistically significant differences in the GPA for clinical courses or overall course GPA between those who took and did not take more than 1 clinical course per term. Grade point average was not impacted after course failure. It is possible that students failed these courses while also scoring higher grades in other courses. Grade point average is a separate measure from number of failed courses. Further research is needed to investigate the reasons the GPA was not impacted.
This study found that only NP students who took more than 1 clinical course per term for 1 time had an increased chance for failing one of the courses at the first attempt. However, those students who took multiple clinical courses for 2 or more times were not associated with failing a clinical course. Nurse practitioner programs are time intensive and can be stressful for students, with students managing their stress in different ways. 10, 14, 27 Students who had experienced taking more than 1 clinical course per term may have developed coping skills to deal with the stressors of a rigorous course load in an NP program and demands of multiple clinical courses. Another possible reason is that previous experience taking clinical courses provides students with a better perspective about the time commitment that is involved.
In the analyses of race/ethnicity, the magnitude of the ORs for failing a clinical course at the first attempt among Both GPA analyses were performed with Mann-Whitney U test because of presence of skewness. 34, 35 It is possible that these same reasons are applicable for online NP students taking more than 1 clinical course per academic term. In addition, supportive networks and mentorship are vital to the success of minority students in nursing programs. 34, 35 Although not examined in the current study, supportive networks and mentorship could have been factors that played a role in these students failing a clinical course at the first attempt as compared with white students.
Limitations
A limitation of this study is that it was conducted in only 1 online NP program, which may limit generalizability to other online NP programs. Another limitation is that there are potentially relevant economic (eg, household income) and psychosocial (eg, anxiety, depression, and supportive networks) variables that were not investigated in this study. Future research should study whether these economic and psychosocial variables are associated with course failure among those who took more than 1 clinical course per academic term.
Conclusion
This study found that NP students taking more than 1 clinical course per academic term had an increased chance for failing one of those clinical courses. This study can offer evidence for developing policies for students in NP programs and provide insight into how to advise students on their clinical course loads. Criteria should be established by NP programs to determine which students will most likely be successful in taking more than 1 clinical course per academic term. Academic advisors, nursing faculty, and NP program administrators should discuss with NP students the possible challenges of taking more than 1 clinical course at a time. 
